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Farmers committing suicide, ever-expanding groups of people
migrating to cities, angry farmers destroying unsold fruits and
vegetables, riots at the grain markets as prices collapse, the
distress sale of land - all these and more are testimony to the loss
of the local and the spectre of the global in agrarian India. While
the loss of the local is linked to the loss of local knowledge and
social support structures, the spectre of the global looms in terms
of the subordination of local agriculture to global market and
institutional prescriptions, and the subsequent loss of self
sufficiency and livelihoods. 
The local undervalued and eradicated
The opening up of Indian agriculture to global capital and
markets denotes not only a shift from the policy of agricultural
self-sufficiency to one of integration into the market, but also of
a substantial shift in the human-nature and human-human
relations. Linked to the WTO rhetoric of enabling the nation to
become competitive and of engaging in the global arena, the new
agricultural agenda overlooks not only the strengths of the local,
but also its needs and requirements. As many scholars have
noted, agriculture in India is troubled more by the system of
unjust access and rights to resources than by a lack of knowledge
or capability. Yet, since the economic liberalisation agenda,
policies to address the problems of inequitable distribution of
resources, including any type of agrarian reform, have been
completely overlooked. Instead, the whole body of local agro-
ecological knowledge is identified as the basis for problems and
is sought to be eradicated. In addition, the State, until now a key
player in re-ordering agriculture, is partially withdrawing from
agriculture, thereby enabling the emergence of national and
international agri-business agencies to become key actors.
Currently, in many villages, it is the agents of the agri-business
companies whose presence and influence is more visible than
that of the state’s village and field workers. 
Increasing dominance of agri-business
Drawing on their capital and marketing skills, global agri-
business companies seek to maximise the low labour costs and
eco-specific agricultural production, while retaining the existing
pre-capitalist relations of production and work conditions. The
establishment of contract-based seed farms in certain areas, such
as Haveri and Ranibennur in Karnataka, are examples. Factory-
like production conditions have replaced ecological practices,
but the existing land-ownership and labour patterns have been
retained. And contract farming based on rigid terms, in which the
companies stipulate what, how and how much is grown by every
contract farmer, signifies the loss of control over their
production that agriculturists are subject to. More than HYV
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ÒHybrid seeds, hybrid crops, É. even the children become hybridÓ, as an elderly
woman put it. Photo: AR Vasavi
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(High Yielding Variety) cultivation, contract farming articulates
the dominance of international finance, market and know-how
over the economic, social and ecological bases of local agriculture. 
Loss of the cultural basis and control
Such intense and significant integration into the agri-business
and bio-technology regimes imply not only a loss of the
collective, eco-specific knowledge but also of the local, cultural
bases of agriculture. Such changes are significantly that of the
loss of the veneration of nature, the separation of agriculture
from ecology, devaluation of local knowledge, and the re-
working of social relations and cultural orientations of people.
Each of these is compounded by the new presence of global agri-
business agencies, which re-enforce the individualisation of
agriculture initiated by modern agriculture. Farmers interact with
agri-business agents on a one-to-one basis, often competing
among themselves, for access to information, inputs and
assurance for sales. Also, as Lewontin (1998) notes, contract
farming based on new bio-technologies renders farmers into
wage labourers, a trend that aggravates the on-going
pauperisation of medium and small-scale land operators. 
Disintegration of the collective and loss of autonomy
Biotechnology based agricultural regimes, promoted by global
agri-business, lead to a vertical integration of inputs and outputs
in the agricultural production processes (Lewontin 1998). Such
vertical integration (whereby the agency sells the inputs and also
purchases the produce) at this level is matched and aligned with
a disintegration of local, collective orientation to agriculture and
the loss of autonomy in the production processes. New seed
varieties shorten production cycles and increase productivity but
deny farmers the ability and rights to reproduce the seeds.
Knowledge and know-how must be gained from external
sources, often together with the other inputs of fertilisers,
pesticides and technology. As agri-business companies gain
absolute control over the production process, States, especially in
the developing countries, have less hold over such decisions and
loose the right to democratic processing of such policies. This
has been specifically noted in the context of the promotion of
new biotechnologies, including Genetically Modified Crops
(GMCs). In certain parts of India, policies to use and promote
GM seeds and crops are not debated in public and people are not
given any awareness of the potential fall-outs of such
programmes.
Expecting high returns, ending with suicide
Yet, farmers are drawn to such programmes as agri-business
agencies advertise the easy availability of a good life. An
increasingly consumption-oriented public culture further
encourages them to take to high income generating schemes.
Expecting quick and high returns, farmers submit to such
agendas with little or no anticipation of market downturns, loss
of genetic diversity, loss of autonomy etc. 
But the entry and growth of markets in the life of a
community increases the imbalance of power among members of
an agricultural community and that between a community and
the market. Successful agriculturists not only withdraw from the
immediate community of production, but identified as
“progressive farmers” they form alliances not with the other
agriculturists of their region, but with those who have a similar
economic status. Further, in producing for the market with inputs
from the market and in terms dictated by the market,
agriculturists become subject to the turns and fluctuations of the
market itself. While production is based on giving priority to
market income over household subsistence, the failure of the
market can mean the devastation of the household’s food security
and the beginning of a vicious cycle of debt. This is specially so
for small and medium agriculturists who, with little or no capital
or access to resources, take informal credit at exorbitant interest
rates, and are unable to recover basic costs at the end of the
production cycle. And, crop loss, like agricultural production,
has become an experience borne individually. The spate of
suicides among farmers from all over the nation is linked to this
combination of debt burden, individualisation and the loss of
collective orientation in agriculture.
Lack of a farmersÕ forum against globalisation
Though several districts of Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka,
Maharashtra, and Punjab have reported suicides related to crop-
loss, there is no substantial collective pressure from agriculturists
against the state and agencies of capital. And, despite the fact that
some Indian farmers’ movements question the globalisation of
Indian agriculture, a well-developed and cohesive farmers’
forum against the new agricultural agenda is sadly lacking. In
fact, membership in and support for farmers’ organisations are
not as wide-spread as it is often made out to be. Instead, caste
and religion-based mobilisation seems to be gaining strength,
which breeds intolerance and pits communities against
communities and some privileged communities against the State.
Such mobilisation focuses on either reviving old symbols of
heritage or in inventing traditions to counter an opposing group’s
claims to exclusive heritage rights. While such cultural
mobilisation may result in a limited number of agriculturists
becoming political actors, it does not translate into policies that
privilege economic or social equity. 
Redistribution of resources needed
Though Gandhi largely overlooked the political and economic
dimensions of rural communities, and most specifically their
role in reproducing a hierarchical and unjust system, he
recognised the importance of a decentralised, plural, rural
culture. Asserting the importance of agriculture as a vocation, he
believed it to be capable of being the seedbed of Swaraj; the new
ethically and morally grounded system that would enable India
to not only break away from colonialism but also generate a new
civilisation. Yet, in contemporary India, agriculture and agrarian
cultures are increasingly integrated into a global agro-regime
that privileges elite consumption and access to capital over
ecological and social sustainability. This is generating new
tensions. Not only has globalised agriculture disembedded the
production system from its ecological base, distanced individuals
from the life of the community, rendered local knowledge
(Ludden 1997) as “archaic”, it is also fast eroding the very
foundational premises of India’s pluralism. While the skewed
distribution of land, capital and access to water needs to be
addressed urgently, the current trend is to enhance the
productivity of select crops, thereby overlooking both the
livelihood bases of people and the sustainability of agro-
ecological systems. Pre-modern plural agro-ecologies enabled
local ecology to influence agriculture, creating a range of agri-
cultures. But, individuated, market -oriented agro-regimes lay the
foundations for conditions in which the land will be rendered
into what Marx (1966) noted as “cleanly weeded land” while the
dispensed and displaced people will be treated as “uncleanly
human weeds”. 
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